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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS
SENSORY MARKETING?




LIBRARIES AND ICE CREAM

In 1990 the Ross School of Business in Ann Arbor faced a
miniature crisis. After the library announced that many
journals and books would be available only in electronic
form, the faculty rose up in protest. When asked to explain
their reasoning in opposing the switch, faculty members
found it difficult to express their opinions. They came up
with such responses as “I like to feel the paper,” “I love the
smell of libraries,” or “It’s just not the same thing!” They
knew that such seemingly feeble reasons could not prevent
the change to electronic media, so they tried to rephrase
their sentiments in ways that would sound more logical
and appropriate for professors in a business school. The
responses they came up with included that the atmosphere
was conducive to work and that the physical nature of the
journals led them to peruse related articles in the same
publication.

Similarly, the prevalence of online books and reading
materials has changed the way students interact with their
courses. Since many textbooks are available online for a
reduced fee or even for free and since online texts are avail-
able wherever there is Internet access, it would seem that
almost all students would jump at the opportunity and
ditch paper books for good. However, this has not been
the case. While some students try to use online materi-
als whenever possible, a good number still order physical
textbooks, course packs, and other books for their classes.
When asked why, students come up with the same types
of responses as the faculty at the Ross School of Business
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and cite the feel of the book, the smell of the paper, or the
ability to “cozy up with a book.” When they realize how
absurd their reasons sound, students turn to rationaliza-
tions, claiming that text is harder to read on the computer
screen or that some online texts are not amenable to note
taking and bookmarking.

These stories would seem to suggest that there is some-
thing more to a book or a library than just a collection of
printed pages or a collection of books. That something is
hard to define, and although people are embarrassed to
admit to its existence when they are affected by it, it is cer-
tainly real. Furthermore, it is not illogical; there is nothing
stupid, old-fashioned, or irrational in saying that the feel of
a book is worth shelling out a few dollars more for than for
simply owning an online copy. This phenomenon is very
relevant to products like the Kindle and the Nook, recent
introductions by Amazon and Barnes & Noble that serve
as electronic book readers. While they are convenient and
innovative, if the previously mentioned stories are at all
reflective of the views of the general public, they will have
trouble entirely eclipsing paper books.

While the Ross faculty was protesting the removal of
paper library materials, Curt Jones, a recent university
graduate and prospective entrepreneur, was working on
developing a company to manufacture his extraordinary
invention. What was his new product idea? It consisted
of taking modified ice cream mix and flash freezing it in
liquid nitrogen (don’t try this one at home). The result-
ing product tasted like ice cream, only it was more con-
centrated and shaped like small blobs or dots, rather than
being smooth in texture. He called the substance Dippin’
Dots. His marketing strategy was to brand Dippin’ Dots
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as the “Ice Cream of the Future” and to focus on selling it
through stands in amusement parks, carnivals, and other
venues rather than through more conventional chan-
nels of food sales such as supermarkets. The product was
wildly successful. The company had over 27 million dol-
lars in revenue in 2011, having enjoyed over 15 years of
steady profits. But just what is it that makes consumers
willing to pay $2 more for Dippin’ Dots than for regular
ice cream?

Itisn’t about taste. Dippin’ Dots comes in the same types
of flavors as normal ice cream, and its taste is remarkably
similar to that of ice cream. However, the experience of
eating Dippin’ Dots could not be more different from that
of eating an ice cream cone. The texture of the dots com-
pletely changes the way the product is consumed; instead
of people licking or biting the ice cream, the beads melt
and burst in the consumer’s mouth. While the product
might seem to be very similar to ice cream, just as physical
and electronic books might seem to be very similar at first
glance, the two are actually very different, and not for a
silly or illogical reason.

What the irate Ross faculty and the ice-cream-loving
little children tell us is that there can be more to a product
than meets the eye. In fact, there can be more to a prod-
uct than meets the ear, nose, mouth, or fingers as well.
Many attributes of products are based on interactions
between the senses or on senses consumers may not even
be aware of. There is a science to studying these attributes,
the senses that perceive them, the psychology that drives
those senses, and the ways products can appeal to and
make use of peoples’ senses. Based on that science, I have
defined sensory marketing as “marketing that engages the
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consumers’ senses and affects their perception, judgment,
and behavior.”

SENSORY SIGNATURES IN ACTION

Many products have very recognizable attributes that
appeal to one or more of the senses. As an example, try the
following exercise. Close your eyes for about ten seconds
and imagine the color pink. What do you think of? Now
try again, except this time imagine a ribbon as well. What
do you think of the second time around? Most people in
the second case would think of the movement to fight
breast cancer, and a fair number of people in the first case
would think of that movement as well. However, this is not
due to mere chance.

The pink ribbon was developed as the logo for Susan
G. Komen for the Cure, which is the largest organization
in the United States dedicated to fighting breast cancer.
While the pink ribbon, much like the golden arches of
McDonald’s, is a logo, it is also more than that. The color
pink alone causes many people to think about the breast
cancer movement and now adorns everything from yogurt
containers to subway cars in support of that movement.
This indicates that the pink ribbon has transcended the
realm of the logo. It has become what I have deemed a sen-
sory signature. One way to think about a sensory signa-
ture is as a concept, often a brand name, that is evoked by
a combination of sensations, much like the breast cancer
movement is called to mind by the color pink.

Another way to think about sensory signatures is as
the combination of sensations evoked by a concept, often
a brand name. Consider the Microsoft Corporation, and,
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more specifically, the Windows operating system. What
comes to mind? Some people will picture the four-colored
logo that appears when computers with Windows boot
up. Other people will imagine the sound that accompa-
nies that logo. There is no right or wrong answer as to the
question of which of those two sensations is the one that
is more closely or immediately associated with Microsoft;
some people may even have imagined both. Interestingly
enough, people with an East Asian cultural background
tend to picture the logo with greater frequency than people
with a Western cultural background; this is possibly due to
the fact that many Asian scripts are pictorial.? Either way,
both the logo and the sound are part of Microsoft’s sensory
signature.

‘ j

el

Figure 1.1 Microsoft Logo.
When you think of Microsoft, do you think of the visual logo above, or do
you think of a particular sound?

As with Microsoft, a sensory signature can encompass
elements pertaining to many senses. This is the case with
5 Gum, a brand of chewing gum that claims to be able
to “stimulate your senses.” Its brand name is built on the
idea of having a sensory signature that appeals to all five
senses. This contrasts with the traditional view of chew-
ing gum mainly appealing to taste, with the other senses
being limited to perhaps a brightly colored box design or



